The author operated on a number of prisoners who had swallowed various objects (usually metallic) in order to get into the hospital and thus avoid the inhumanly hard conditions of the camp. At the same time their acts may be interpreted as a protest against their oppression.
It must be pointed out that during these years conditions were generally improved because of the 'blossoming of Kruschev's liberalism'. Conditions became much worse in 1962 and are still apparently deteriorating.
The objects displayed in the photographs ( Fig. 1 and 2 ) -nails, a knife, a thermometer, and so on -were removed during operations on five prisoners of the "correcting labour" camp located in the Komi Republic. They date from February 1959 to January 1960. The author managed to bring out of the camp, and later smuggle out of the USSR, only these objects but they are representative of a considerably larger number.
Among the patients who were operated on, there was only one, namely O.V.I. (born 1940, operated on February 17, 1959) ( Fig. la and 2a) who was regarded as an extremely psychopathic personality, although non-psychotic.
The others, I. V.P. (born 1927, operated on October 15, 1959) ( Fig. lb and 2b) January 19, 1960) ( Fig. ld and 2d) did not show significant aggressivity in other contexts. They committed the mutilations as a result of the insufferable condition of their lives and the impossibility of obtaining their legitimate rights. For example, the administrator of the camp might arbitrarily not have permitted visits with parents or wives who could have travelled thousands of miles in vain, or he might have chosen to restrict mail or to subject the prisoners to physically abusive treatment.
A typical story is that of I. V. P. This man swallowed 27 nails and pieces of wire, but not all at once. First he swallowed 13 nails. He reported this to the camp medical administration and when he received only mockery, he swallowed 14 more. Then he was sent for an X-ray examination and was admitted to hospital. S.A.G. swallowed his nail when he was in the punishment cell. These 'cages' are so terrible that many prisoners prefer to maim themselves rather than stay there. Somewhere he had obtained a nail; he invited the guards to watch and swallowed it in front of them. It may be of interest to note how sharp objects are swallowed: the prisoner inserts the nail (or other similar objects, such as a spoon or knife) into his throat with its blunt end down. He then places his finger on the other end, quickly presses down on the point and makes a swallowing movement. The guards, unwilling to assume any responsibility, usually direct such prisoners to the hospital.
Another young prisoner (a boy of 16, and a forced homosexual) was in a cell which did not contain a suitable object or tool. He urinated on his feet, then put them through a broken window during January when the temperature fell below freezing and was badly frost-bitten. He was treated in the hospital for about nine months and suffered permanent damage.
It is important to note that these prisoners who engage in such activities were convicted for offences such as theft and extortion. There are no reports of similar behaviour performed by political prisoners who, despite the fact that they were always kept in incomparably worse conditions than other inmates, tended only to go on hunger strikes, and these were taken very seriously. Sometimes they fast for many months, existing by forced feeding only.
This recourse to a particular form of non-verbal protest may be the result of differences in personality, degrees of selfconsciousness and emotional capacity. Political prisoners are mainly nonconformists. Unlike the ordinary criminal recidivists, they are oriented to people and social issues and their imprisonment derives from a concern with moral principles and ideals. The functionaries of the Soviet prison system often consist of unscrupulous persons who themselves seem to have strong criminal and psychopathic inclinations. Political prisoners are treated very roughly and cruelly. Wardens wish first of all to establish a moral victory over the political prisoners by forcing dissidents to do something dishonest, for example, they try to make them denounce their friends and fellow prisoners. In this way, they attempt to place them within the social category of the criminal.
Despite the impossibility of asserting their rights of physical freedom, political prisoners always try to win a psychological victory by achieving "internal freedom" and independence. Because of this, they choose the passive mode of protest, characteristically a hunger strike, a device by which the prisoner asserts control over his own fate and his own body.
Therefore, both the hunger strikers and those who mutilate themselves in other ways remove themselves from the omnipotent control of their jailers, while simultaneously reproaching them morally. 
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